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From early anarchist cinema to activist digital video, from the cinema of the various Popular Fronts and the film-tracts of May 68 to the militant adventures of third cinema, the practice of counter-cinema has been unremittingly affected by a people fever. The history of militant audio-visual practices demonstrates that every militant image is an image deeply agitated by this passion. To make images for the people and images with the people implies an encounter that opens the militant image to doubt, change and invention. For the militant image, the mobilisation of the name ‘people’ goes hand in hand with a radical questioning, a mise-en-critique, of the name ‘cinema’. The powers of the image, particularly the moving image, have aroused endless suspicions of connivance with dominant economico-political regimes (whether in the form of commodification and alienation, discipline and control). The name ‘people’ is at the heart of this hermeneutics of suspicion, to (ab)use Paul Ricoeur's felicitous expression. In this visual hermeneutics, ‘people’ alternately refers to a mass victim of manipulation or a virtually revolutionary force. This strong interpretation of the extraordinary politicising/de-politicising powers associated with the (moving) image has stimulated the development of militant cine-cultural practices, committing it to questions such as: how can the most alienating and dangerous art galvanise the mass of spectators into a people? With what forms and modes of organisation can the militant image develop a cinematic alternative to the alienating image? The practice of the militant image is suspicious of its own power, its capacity to reduce the spectator to passive victimhood, whilst at the same time being convinced of its ability to contribute to the activation and emancipation of a people. In this fever, the powers of the moving image appear at once both extraordinary and unreliable, a circumstance that ensures they are subject to continuous interrogation and experimentation.

In this essay La Commune (Paris 1871) (Peter Watkins, 2000) – a film made for television that oscillates throughout between auteurism and collectivist filmmaking – acts as my principal point of reference and companion in order to ascertain the practical and theoretical force of this fever. In the context of this journal special edition it seems important to think about these questions with the work of Peter Watkins. His is an experiment on and with television that helps us to politically interrogate notions so prevalent in television studies today such as ‘popular’ and ‘quality’. The ultimate purpose of Watkins' work is to explore the possibilities and effects of a democratic film practice within public television, of a process communing public TV. According to Michael Wayne, this commitment to practice filmmaking as a democratic adventure through popular participation makes of La Commune (Paris, 1871) ‘a rare example of Third Cinema in Europe’.​[1]​ More precisely, it is an even rarer example, to use a term coined by Michael Chanan, of Third Television in the West.​[2]​ To explore Watkins' particular version of a television film that is neither industrial product nor merely an auteurist work, I situate in a first part the making of La Commune (Paris 1871) within Watkins' long-lasting struggle for a popular television. His popular version of television is one inflected with a particular militant sense. It is my view that such understanding of the ‘popular’– one that resists equating the people with a quantifiable audience but that also resists sympathetic and condescending readings of the creativity of spectators– is one much needed of attention today. Secondly, I investigate what I consider to be the most generative element of the film: its field of sonority. This film is an opportunity to examine the audio-visual frameworks in which ‘the voice of the people’ often speaks and is heard. The singular field of sonority at play here allows us to reflect on the ways ‘the voice of the people’ has repeatedly functioned as a ‘tenacious fetish of liberation’, to use an eloquent expression by John Mowitt, and also to begin to imagine resistant configurations between televisual media conditions, image and voice.​[3]​ 

La Commune (Paris, 1871) consists of a re-enactment of a key episode in the history of the people, the establishment and abolishment of the Paris Commune in the spring of 1871. Cinema and television have been largely absent from the barricades of the communards. The Commune has only very rarely made an appearance there, proving to be a particularly complex and colossal subject, associated with various failed projects throughout the twentieth century (Jean Grémillon's, most notably).  Cinema and television have repeatedly refused to address this event for financial and ideological reasons. For Western production companies, the subject matter is too embedded within a complex political context for it to appeal to the general public. For ‘actually existing socialism’ and its representatives in the West, as a glorious yet ultimately inadequate episode, it proved unsuitable for educating the masses in the virtues of Party organisation. Redoubling this twofold negation, the media apparatus has largely ignored, if not censored, the few films devoted to the histories of the Commune. And yet, exceptional films on the subject such as La Commune (Armand Guerra, 1914), Novvy Babylon (Leonid Trauberg and Grigori Kozintsev, 1929) or 1871 (Ken McMullen, 1990) have developed differing audiovisual experiments with which to broach the subject and its political lessons, experiments that make it difficult to reduce their signifying constellations to a single discursive intention. Watkins' is a difficult film, but also a film particularly abundant in popular anxieties and engagements. It works in these pages as a generative case to listen to and visualise key questions at stake in the popular passion of the militant image. With the questions it poses, the tensions it exposes and the precarious solutions it composes, the film constitutes a significant case through which to experience the people fever of militant cinema and its history. 

The production of La Commune (Paris, 1871) makes visible the constraint, if not the outright impossibility of developing films about alternative (hi)stories, but also alternative modes of image-making within mainstream television. Since the 1960s, Watkins has often worked for television corporations making films against the authoritarian conventions that rule the contract between filmmaking and film viewing, exploring other modes of audio-visual production. The singularity of his cinema resides in carrying out its media analysis and critique within the mainstream communication system, confronting it and being confronted by it. Whereas other filmmakers have struggled to open up spaces in which to work at the margins of the industry or beyond it altogether, Watkins' work is best understood as a guerrilla operation, an antagonism at the heart of the system. Watkins positions his work in the middle of the television industry with the following words:
I am worried about the whole role of the media; I cannot lift myself out as some kind of elitist who has somehow found the eternal secret of being the perfect researcher and the perfect complex filmmaker, who is removed from this. I'm not. I'm right in the middle of it.​[4]​

In my view the evocation of this ‘being in the middle’ is not simply the appropriate answer of a self-conscious auteur but as a declaration of intentions, or even a declaration of war. Watkins is not interested in occupying the late night hours of television, the minority slots; he struggles for his films to be shown in prime time. Furthermore, Watkins struggles to make films that are not simply his films, elitist films resulting from a more or less sheltered, more or less personal, practice. He seeks to open up the film process, and in this his work coalesces with the intentions of guerrilla television, addressed to a popular outside beyond the mafia of medium professionals.​[5]​

Watkins' practice defies the marketisation of television, the popular medium par excellence, by working to inflect this ‘popular’ with a participatory accent. Through this combative gesture, ‘popular’ starts to sound differently than in the customary understanding of popular forms: an understanding that proceeds ‘as if they [popular forms] contained within themselves, from their moment of origin, some fixed and unchanging meaning or value’.​[6]​ La Commune (Paris, 1871) is a popular television film in that it does not formalise protocols of popular participation but rather makes visible the popular form as something open to (any) contestation, the popular as a form of contestation. The film occupies public television with a collective process, traversed by various problems and contradictions, without ever coagulating its own popular impetus. This process exposes the absolute commodification of the popular in mainstream media and the role of the latter in the production and reproduction of dominant social relations. In order to look at the singularity of this experiment of people TV, I will distinguish Watkins' work from the popular as it is mobilised by commercial and public televisions. Secondly, I will explore the case of La Commune (Paris, 1871) as an experience of third television where a popular process is in continuous tension with its media framework.

The counter-practice of Peter Watkins is not only concerned with the popular ratings, the popular as rating, of commercial television. His struggle is primarily focused on the television's claim to be a public service and its prescriptive definition of the popular. His television films are operations within the public communication system testing the commitment to social values of audiovisual media such as the British Broadcasting Corporation or ARTE. His filmography, testimony to a career during which Watkins soon developed a reputation for being ‘paranoid’ and ‘difficult to work with’, is a militant cartography mapping the transformation of the public media system.​[7]​ In his book Media Crisis, where he reflects upon this long and troublesome career with Adornian ardour, Watkins argues that the organisation of mass communications has become increasingly repressive, with public television succumbing to the rationale of its commercial equivalent.​[8]​ The erosion of the distinction between public and private has made alternative practices of televisual production within the mass media not only difficult but increasingly impossible. Watkins' analyses are never nostalgic for a bygone age. For him, the distinction between commercial and public television is an appeasing myth being exposed today by what he perceives as the contemporary form of the media crisis. It is since the beginning of his career that his work has faced various forms of institutional violence such as censorship and ostracism. Watkins has denounced how public and commercial television have been structurally organised since their inception to prevent any real participation of the public in the media. In his writings and in his practice, Watkins explores the possibility of another public TV or rather another people TV founded upon collective modes of production. 

According to Watkins, public television has since its inception neglected an active concept of the people, developing instead an anti-democratic model focused on information transfer, aesthetic satisfaction and cultural edification. His condemnation of public service broadcasting echoes the main arguments elaborated by radical left critics of the public property model and its failures as an answer to the historical conflict between work and capital.​[9]​ The central role of the state in the public property regime has ensured the bureaucratisation of production and the formation of a caste of social experts that acts in the best interests of the people, interests it has itself prescribed. In his analyses, Watkins emphasises how the anti-democratic practices of state television are sustained by a pseudo-democratic discourse of expertise that speaks in the name of popular culture: 

the thesis defended by many popular culture specialists maintains that television is a constructive and democratic tool of communication due not only to the shared language and experience that ordinary people can enjoy through widely viewed, popular programmes such as soap-operas, game shows, police series, but also because it makes possible identification with its characters and themes. But the premise that popular culture is a truly democratic force in society is very suspect, even if only because its processes and forms are in themselves the complete antithesis of a real democratic experience.​[10]​ 

The ‘shared language and experience’ of public television is defined and limited by the constant exhortation to render itself accessible, to provide a readily available mass of information and stimuli. It is an access culture that seeks to avoid complexity at all costs in the best interest of a well-informed public who are not to intervene in the mysteries of media production. Public service television has limited its social role to be an efficient entry point for everyone. It has limited its democratic mandate to providing ‘equal access for all to a wide and varied range of common informational, entertainment, and cultural programmes’.​[11]​ 

Everyone is the all-embracing people of this public rationale. As the name of all, the perimeter of this total people can be delineated, calculated upon, normalised. It is possible, on its basis, to draw up a representational average. The people of this public television are never to be considered above or under, but always equivalent to this average. The average popular meaning or value is, essentially, simplicity. To communicate with the people in the requisite simple form sustains the dream of immediate, transparent communication. It is in this ‘people’ as the embodiment of an average, normative simplicity that the public media system can hallucinate itself as part of a ‘perfect, successful, optimum communication’, a communicative relation that ‘no longer includes any mediation’.​[12]​ This ‘people’ is addressed via audiovisual forms shared by both public and commercial television. For Watkins, both partake in the same culture of accessibility secured by the use of the same language, which he calls the monoform. The monoform is the only language used to edit and structure audiovisual productions within the mass media. Films, TV news, soap operas, reality TV shows, documentaries, all use the same form to inform and/or entertain the audience. If the monoform has varied over time; Watkins describes the contemporary grammar of this language as follows:
It is the densely packed and rapidly edited barrage of images and sounds, the ‘seamless’ yet fragmented modular structure that we all know so well. (…) Nowadays it also includes dense layers of music, voice and sound effects, abrupt cutting for shock effect, emotion-arousing music saturating every scene, rhythmic dialogue patterns, and endlessly moving camera.​[13]​

It is through the conjuration of a simple people via the monoform that the public media can imagine itself as a vehicle of democratic communication. 

This democratic hallucination is a mechanism of cultural levelling that, according to Pier Paolo Pasolini, ultimately leads to the genocide of popular cultures.​[14]​ In his analyses of the Italian media-scape of his time, not far from Adorno's in its general thesis, Pasolini speaks of a second fascism that has managed to produce with the help of national television a unified, uniform, average culture that the first fascism attempted but failed to impose. The everyone of public television is a people without people, as is the audience of commercial television. Watkins envisages another people TV, one struggling against the regressive peoples of commercial and public television. For Watkins, a people TV implies the creation of an audio-visual public space wherein history and representation can be considered through the process of filming itself. If I maintain the term ‘public’ to define this televisual space, it is because Watkins repeatedly uses it in his writings. He understands his work as a means ‘to offer the public the opportunity to participate’, ‘to find ways to help the public to free itself from this repressive [media] system’.​[15]​ For Watkins, such participation in the means of media production should be ‘a constitutional right for every man, woman and child’.​[16]​ This participatory tendency makes Watkins' people TV resonant with the concept of the commons. The contemporary discussion around this concept comes as an answer both to ‘the demise of the statist model of revolution’ and ‘the neoliberal attempt to subordinate every form of life and knowledge to the logic of the market’.​[17]​ Its purpose is to consider different modes of property and access, but also collective action, by making a distinction between commons and the notions of private and public property. Against the game of reciprocal reference between public and private, commoning refers to self-managed and self-regulated modes of inhabitation, based upon non-commodified cooperative ways of producing. Beyond a question of ‘access’, processes of commoning are aim to open up to the people a means of direct action. Watkins' conceptualisation and practice of a people TV could be viewed as struggling for the commoning of the public media. His work re-traverses the media division of labour and the distancing of production and consumption with a view to re-thinking the conditions under which spectators, himself included, consume television. Fundamental ambiguities between private, public and common persist at the heart of the experience of La Commune (Paris, 1871), making audible the disparate noises of this battle.

Watkins' conception of television as public space resonates with the guerrilla television movement of the seventies, developed by radical descendants of Marshall McLuhan, and with the contemporary emergence of alternative and autonomous digital media spaces seeking to decentralise and democratise audio-visual production.​[18]​ But, as we have seen, the singularity of his work is conferred by the decision to operate (mostly) from within the dominant public media.  Watkins' TV people are fundamentally a people of participation. His films call for ‘new publics composed of people who are not satisfied sitting quietly but who on the contrary want to get involved and participate’.​[19]​ With this emphasis on spectators who stand up and speak up, Watkins distinguishes his practice not only from auteur-focused practices, but from that school of interpretation which celebrates TV spectators not as simple consumers but as producers of meanings and pleasure. The work conducted by Watkins under the rubric of a people TV seeks to create a platform from which spectators, and indeed the filmmaker himself, can re-shape their relation to the media field and its customary distribution of active and passive roles. The process of a film such as La Commune (Paris, 1871) constructs situations whereby participants (including spectators) can reformulate individual and collective questions (including the very meaning of this individual and collective) in direct confrontation with the media structure they otherwise inhabit.  

It is easy to understand that for Watkins' people TV the Paris Commune is not simply an appropriate subject matter; it is also an organisational model to aspire to when constructing this, or any, film. The Paris Commune, a ‘working, not a parliamentary body, executive and legislative at the same time’, stands within the history of socialism as an attempt to establish a truly participatory democracy .​[20]​ The communards eradicated the political function as a specialised occupation through establishing a form of distributional authority. The equality between representatives and represented was sustained by permanently subjecting every representative to the principles of revocability and responsibility. Political power was thus practiced as an empty place whose occupiers were subject to immediate recall, as well as being interchangeable. The political questions the Commune was able to discern in terms of popular participation resonate with Watkins' struggle to treat filmmaking as a democratic process, a situation on account of which a collective's creative power can unfold in non-hierarchical ways. As Emmanuel Barot has put it:

Cinema as democracy and for democracy, this is the struggle of Watkins: not in the sense that cinema would simply be a political tool among others, but in the sense that the film itself, in its content, its modes of construction and mode of production, has to incarnate its own purpose – emancipation.​[21]​ 

Without denying the general identification of Watkins' work with third cinema practices and their attempt to democratise the making of films, what is perhaps most interesting about La Commune (Paris, 1871) is that it offers a version of the militant image at a distance with the cinema Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino imagined against ‘the lords of the world film market’ in their seminal essay ‘Towards a Third Cinema’.​[22]​ I briefly analyse two aspects of the film here in order to make visible this generative distance: its production and its dissemination. 

Counter-practices of the moving image have often looked for alternative modes of production in order to gain autonomy and spare cinema the particular indignity of depending financially on the private/public complex. For Solanas and Getino, independence from the private/public complex is paramount for any form of militant image since ‘the mass communications [of this complex] are more effective for neo-colonialism than napalm’.​[23]​ For them to avoid the media napalm means that ‘at least at the earliest stages, the revolutionary filmmaker and the work groups will be the sole producers of their films’.​[24]​ They propose financial alternatives to the private/public complex in the form of international cooperation, ticket sales, fundraising through the then active 16mm circuit and the garnering of support from revolutionary organisations. Their ideal would be to produce films that leave the expropiator expropriated, using funds obtained from ‘the expropriation of the bourgeoisie – that is, the bourgeoisie would be financing guerrilla cinema with a bit of the surplus value it gets from the people’.​[25]​

La Commune (Paris, 1871) is less revolutionary in its financing. Watkins has experimented with alternative modes of production in projects such as The Journey (1987) for which he organised ‘a grassroots, voluntary, international system committed to the production of an openly political film’ but most of his work has been done within the more conventional framework of television co-production.​[26]​ The public TV channel ARTE and the private company 13 Productions co-funded La Commune (Paris, 1871) in the context of a series of cultural events in France centred on the Paris Commune. ARTE is a Franco-German cultural channel that understands its mission is to produce, according to its website, television programmes ‘to promote mutual understanding and unity among the peoples of Europe’. It presents itself as an exception within the mainstream media landscape promoting alternative and creative productions. 13 Productions is a private company owned in the main by the Lagardère Group, a French multinational conglomerate involved in the media business but also in aeronautical research and weapons technology. It is only four years after the filming of La Commune (Paris, 1871) that the film crew learnt by chance that a ‘cannons merchant’ owns 13 Productions.​[27]​ For Watkins, this means that the descendants of the Versaillais, they who massacred the communards, have financed La Commune (Paris, 1871). This compromised co-production confirms for him, then, the symbiotic relation of interests between private and public corporations, what he sees as an ‘unhealthy and hidden relation’ that ‘corrupts the cultural field’.​[28]​ For these corporations, to finance a film with militant aspirations like La Commune (Paris, 1871) is to invest in a token product, an exception, to validate their cultural pedigree or, in the case of ARTE, to confirm an alleged commitment to democratic media. In order to denounce this perversion, a neo-colonialist re-appropriation of the militant image as Solanas and Getino would put it, Watkins has proposed to add a new sequence introducing the film for future screenings. This introduction would consist of an interview with the filmmaker containing a denouncement of the hidden relation between the public institution and the private company that have financed what the spectator is about to see. 

The other aspect of the film process I will analyse here is that of its dissemination. In their various texts, Solanas and Getino understand that the organisation of political circuits of distribution is a priority for militant cinema. They also emphasise that militant films are not simply to be distributed but instrumentalised. Every film is to be primarily the detonator of a political event. Solanas understands their film La Hora de los Hornos (The Hour of the Furnaces, 1968) as ‘an anti-show because it denies itself as ﬁlm and opens itself up to the public for debate, discussion and further developments’.​[29]​ For the militant version of Third Cinema that Solanas and Getino advocate, the participatory experience of people as actors in film is to be doubled and intensified by the participatory experience of the spectators as actors in life. The collective process opened up by the film production is to continue in its instrumentalised dissemination. Film screenings are artistic-political events understood as anti-spectacle mobilisations not simply because specific messages are conveyed, specific situations denounced. The screening is also an opportunity for militant filmmakers to re-think their practice in terms of spectatorship, a further ground upon which the question of the people comes forth. In every film event, Getino emphasises, ‘the militant group corrects, negates or confirms specific aspects of the policy that each film synthesises in its encounter with the people’; it also ‘enriches new projects’ and ‘clarifies the steps on the way to new film-making’.​[30]​ 

To energise this encounter with the people, this situation of intense communication, militant cine-culture experiments with various modes of projection that contradict the individualistic conventions of bourgeois screening and encourage a collectively active spectatorship. Films are paused to discuss specific aspects. Live music, poetry readings, political speeches and art exhibitions accompany the film. The screenings happen outside the cinema theatre, in factories or local cultural centres. The purpose of these action-packed, nomadic screenings is to disinhibit the spectators and transform them into protagonists of the film-event. Each event is to become ‘a place of liberation, an act in which man takes cognisance of his [sic] situation and of the need for a deeper praxis to change the situation’.​[31]​ The ‘man’ in question here refers both to the spectator and the filmmaker. These film-events organise ‘free spaces’ on account of which the life of the participants can be considered and reconfigured. In an avant-garde spirit, this cinema is animated by a passionate commitment to art as a means of revolutionising life. Its ultimate goal is ‘to pass from the screen to the theatre, that is, to life, to the present’.​[32]​

The creation of an association by those who participated in La Commune (Paris, 1871), called Rebond pour La Commune, is an instance of this sought after convergence of film practice and life. For Watkins, this association is ‘the most important outcome of any of the shooting processes I have been involved in’.​[33]​ Rebond pour La Commune has taken charge of the afterlife of the film, organising screenings and events related to the history of the Paris Commune and to the actors' experiences during the film's making. The main purpose of the association is not only to rescue the history of the Commune by ensuring the distribution of the film, but also ‘to spread the collective process it has set off’.​[34]​ It is an organisation seeking to ‘continue in time the process of resistance and participation beyond the film’.​[35]​ This exuberant second life achieved by the film stands in stark contrast with what must be considered something like an institutional death. The channel ARTE was dissatisfied with the film and gave it minimal promotion. They declared the film an artistic failure mainly because its length did not conform to the standard two hours, which they originally thought this film would turn out to be. On one occasion ARTE broadcast the piece at such a late hour that the various questions formulated in the second half of the film devoted to the political present – from the critique of the media to questions concerning immigration laws – would only have been seen, as Watkins says, by sleepwalkers. ARTE also refused to produce a video version and a booklet about the film process as had previously been agreed. And yet this institutional response did not have the final word: the association of participants circulated the film through alternative networks (squats, festivals, social movements, independent theatres), thereby giving it another life. Thus the short televisual life and the long associative life of La Commune (Paris, 1871) make visible an opposition between two cinematic temporalities: the film as an end product of the television industry and the film as an open-ended process of militant dissemination and contestation. 

My intention with this brief comparison is not to quantify to what extent La Commune (Paris, 1871) is a more or less pure Third Cinema film, but rather to grasp the plurality of processes of which popular participation is comprised. The insistence of Solanas and Getino on a practice untouched by external industrial conditions, by any form of neo-colonialism in its production and distribution, contrasts with Watkins' television practice. The work of revolutionary cinema as explained by Solanas and Getino is to construct a cine-culture outside of and against neo-colonialism, where the camera becomes ‘the inexhaustible expropiator of image-weapons’ and the projector ‘a gun that can shoot 24 frames per second’.​[36]​ Very differently, the film practice developed by Watkins navigates within the stormy waters of mainstream media, exposing its anti-democratic structure, identifying potential breaches within its system, and exploring the potential of the moving image as an art of the people. More than a pure or impure example of Third Cinema, such production, its combination of collective and individualistic styles pitched against the monoform and an associative afterlife pitched against institutional death, makes visible a tension in the process of La Commune (Paris, 1871) between popular aspirations and medium conditions. Beyond the dichotomy between a wholly authentic popular cinema and a wholly corrupted public-commercial one, La Commune (Paris, 1871) finds itself in continuous tension with not only the public/private media complex that sustains it, but its own collective organisation. In this precarious process, one that renders obsolete the very notion of a happy ending, it is the passion, ferocity and dirt of a popular media struggle within the industry that gives the film its affective power. 

The Third Cinema imagined and practiced by Solanas and Getino and the Third Television imagined and practiced by Watkins, although developing different strategies, are both combative acts seeking to resist the commercial and public appropriations of the name ‘people’. In the texts and images of these practitioners, ‘people’ or ‘public’ are not idealised names with which to purify or redeem the tarnished arts of cinema and television. In these practices, and it is in this sense that they can be characterised as militant practices, the mobilisation of a participatory people implies the transformation of the factory of moving images into a constitutively open construction site. ‘People’ here does not refer to an identifiable body that the filmic process would visually document, but an inexhaustible name through which what the cinema is and could be is endlessly reinvented. The practices of Solanas, Getino and Watkins are in this way engaged with the multiplicative power of the name ‘people’. For Watkins, a process such as the one developed in La Commune (Paris, 1871) is not a model to follow but an experiment. To make a collective film does not purify the cinema but rather makes clear that the cinema is literally ‘a manipulative experience, which you must continually re-evaluate’.​[37]​ ‘People’ is not a fixed referent, the welcome counterpoint of the perverse moving image, but the name with which cinema discovers again and again its capacities and fragilities. 

La Commune (Paris 1871) is a project that makes visible the passions, pure and impure, which animate its struggle for a popular re-enactment and for a popular television. And attached to this struggle is a singular field of sonority, one across which murmurs and screams, speeches and noises continue to ring out. The film process experiments with popular modes of speaking and listening within the televisual codes of (re)presentation and historical re-enactment. At stake in this battle is, for Watkins, the possibility of making audible a collective voice. The participatory process seeks to make the participants speak out and speak out together. In the following pages, in order to listen to this tumultuous process and move away from a reductive understanding of the collective utterance as simply the sum of opinions voiced, I use as an auditory aid the work of Félix Guattari and his notion of ‘collective assemblage of enunciation’. For Guattari, this notion is ‘not simply an alternate designation for a people, but for the linguistic, practical, and institutional formations that agitate them’.​[38]​ My argument will suggest that what constitutes the singularity of La Commune (Paris 1871) here concerns the way in which it makes ‘the voice of the people’ audible not as an indifferent vehicle for the transmission of predetermined meaning, nor as the sign of democratic validation, but rather as an instrument of struggle. Suspending the common registers in which the voice of the people is most often heard, from a register of sheer co-optation and privatisation to a register of sentimental philanthropy where condescension rhymes with good intentions, the voice sounds out here as the name of a collective struggle inventing for itself a new situation for communication. 

The militant image's passion for, its desire to speak with the voice of the people corresponds to an intervention directed at the foundation of the political. With the militant image, cinema affirms itself as a field of experimentation making perceptible, and therefore re-organisable, the audiovisual dimension of this foundation. With the militant image, cinema operates as a heterogeneous platform upon which to fabricate and rehearse other vocal and visual arrangements. As various thinkers have recently argued, the inaugural moment of the political, constantly re-activated, occurs in the form of the division between voice and speech. Giorgio Agamben and Jacques Rancière, among others, understand Aristotle's distinction between ‘mere voice’ (phone) and ‘the power of speech’ (logos) as instituting the problem of the political.​[39]​ The militant image can be understood as a process that calls upon the name ‘people’ as a vocal subjectivation with which to address the ‘immemorial and perennial wrong through which the social order is symbolised by dooming the majority of the speaking beings to the night of silence or to the animal noise of voices expressing pleasure or pain’.​[40]​ ‘People’ in the militant image names those excluded from and who are mobilised or mobilise themselves to struggle against the established medium of political deliberation and action. Following Agamben, one must understand this exclusion not as a pure externality, but rather as an ‘inclusive exclusion’.​[41]​ The voices of the excluded both sustain and haunt the social order and its audiovisual determinations. Animalisation, infantilisation and pathologisation are some of the modes through which the social order maintains these troubling voices outside the frame of identifiable action. The militant image works with the voice of the people to amplify the resonance of its haunting powers; not simply to make voices speak, but to re-organise or re-inhabit the audiovisual field. 

The process of La Commune (Paris 1871) reveals, so as to struggle against, the inclusive exclusions and exclusive inclusions of the voice of the people in the television industry. From the opening scene, the film appears as an operation staging media (re)presentations of the voice of the people. Two actors in period dress look at the camera, introduce themselves and announce for the viewer the roles they are going to play: two reporters from the Commune media broadcasting system. Gérard Watkins, who plays the reporter Gérard Boulet, states that what we are going to watch is ‘both a film on the Paris Commune and a film on the role of the mass media in society, both yesterday's and today's’. The actress Aurélia Petit speaks of her character, reporter Blanche Capellier, as embracing her profession to the point of failing to criticise ‘the power of the media (…) which she represents completely’. The film form and content is therefore structured by the opposition of two stations reporting on the events in question, the Télévision Nationale [National Television] of the government from Versailles and the Télévision Communale [Commune Television] of the communards. The opposition between the two televisions makes visible two modes of excluding/including the voice of the people. This opposition is not absolute but visible in the form of a Janus-face. The film makes these two modes concomitant in their anti-popular-voice violence. Both televisual modes exclude the voice of the people in different ways.  

The National TV works as an apparatus of repression, expunging altogether the voices of the communards from the media space. This television reports on the events from a distance, from a studio set, calling upon the opinion of experts to ridicule, demonise and condemn the actions of the Commune and of a people transformed into a ferocious populace. The National TV works as an anachronistic vehicle with which to present a contemporary and apparently more nuanced version of the violent and reactionary media responses to the events of 1871 that brutally silenced (through death and exile) the voices of the communards. The Commune appeared in these news reports from 1871 as an animalistic orgy, as a criminal enterprise, as a form of social epilepsy.​[42]​ The communard is portrayed as a drunk, pervert, degenerate worker; the communarde ‘an obscene, sadistic, hysterical and cruel hydra’.​[43]​ Within the film, the TV setting through which a discourse of total exclusion, or rather annihilation is meted out, does not appear anachronistically strange, but sounds all too familiar. The authoritative framework of the National TV combines pompous nineteenth century discourse, dress and manners with contemporary televisual forms. Although there is a touch of caricature, this combination is revealingly effective, both media times are easily confused. The introductory theme tune, the set design, the news format find seamless agreement with the Victorian-style conversational codes of the presenters. This agreement makes explicit how mainstream newscasts work, continue to work even if with new protocols, as apparatuses against the popular voice, opting ‘to present us with life in its Sunday best, official, ritualised, men of state shaking hands’.​[44]​ 

In opposition to all this, the reporters from the Commune are, literally, with the people, located in the set that replicates the streets of Paris. The Television of the Commune presents the re-enactment of events in the vox populi reporting style. This reportage technique has appropriated precepts from cinéma vérité and guerrilla TV so as to validate itself through popular participation. Jean Rouch understood the filmmaker as a ‘diver who plunges into real-life situations’.​[45]​ Against the authoritative objectivity at work in mainstream newscasts, the guerrilla TV of the seventies practiced a form of reportage ‘from within the crowd, subjective and involved’.​[46]​ Yet the vox pop approach has normalised these attempts at decentralisation with a highly codified style, rendering it a recurrent mode of reporting in contemporary broadcasting. The vox pop consists of ad hoc interviews involving members of the general public, the man on the street, generally in public spaces. Those interviewed appear to give spontaneous responses themselves elicited by a chance encounter with the camera. The aim of this reporting style is to integrate the audience into the narrative construction of the news, as if, by garnering a variety of opinions on the given subject, the public voice had been taken into account. The use of a variety of interviewees aims to ensure a representative plurality: a variety of ages, sexes, classes and communities tending to be preferred. The spontaneity and diversity of the speakers is what validates this mode of reporting, giving it a more democratic appearance than those modes reliant on the authority of experts. Television employs this medium style whenever the voice of the people matters, whenever the fetish at the heart of the modern concept of democracy – vox populi, vox dei (the voice of the people is the voice of god) – must be obeyed. 

Watkins uses the vox pop style as the main mode of representation in La Commune (Paris 1871), developing his own version of listening in on the crowd in the midst of re-enactment. The camera moves around the crowd in long plans-séquences with a wide-angle lens, in each sequence framing a minimum of three re-enactors. To listen to a collective voice here means, first of all, to make visible the collective body from which this voice emanates, by ensuring the frame is never given over to an individual speaker alone. As Rancière has noticed, the image most often signifies ‘people’ through ‘a frame that encloses a lot of people’.​[47]​ The framing of many is employed to convey qualities often attributed to the name ‘people’: togetherness, solidarity, anonymity. The Commune reporters move restlessly from one group of re-enactors to another, fishing out opinions from the tumultuous ocean of noise, the voices of bourgeois, soldiers, workers. This approach seeks to convey a social dynamic, because contrary to close-ups representing the individuality of heroic speakers, we see and listen to a variety of emotions and ideas. Individual speeches are constantly disturbed by other voices, other noises, in and out of frame. For Watkins, this is the form most appropriate to present an active people, audible in its multiplicity and traversed by strengths, conflicts and contradictions. 

However, the anachronistic use of televisual modes through which to frame the events of the Commune at the same time brings the frame itself into view, thereby allowing these modes to be interrogated. Watkins' idiomatic use of the vox pop style in La Commune (Paris 1871), particularly exacerbated by the tight schedule of the filming, reveals its customary ideological application, on the basis of which popular participation is usually confined within a reductive frame of pseudo-democratic representation based around pre-determined identities. The repetitive, exhaustive use of the vox pop style violently makes tangible the representational violence implicit in the mode itself. The tireless approach of the reporters when it comes to making sense of the event in question, the restless movement through the filmic space, gathering more and more voices, appears anxious, alienating, and ultimately ineffective. The constant demand placed upon the participants to express themselves, to give voice to their problems, to clarify their position in relation to what is happening, becomes more and more constraining. A microphone is held before the participants who are thus compelled to articulate their thoughts in a brief amount of time before the camera moves away in search of another point of view. To watch the film is to witness again and again a form of forceful participation where the rapidity with which the re-enactors have to articulate their thoughts under the threat of the microphone's withdrawal, makes it extremely difficult for them to communicate something other than despair, banalities or slogans without conviction (the voice of the people as mere voice). For all its plurality, diversity and its willingness to speak, the voice of this people speaks monotonously.

Beyond the original intentions of Watkins, La Commune (Paris 1871) exposes the violence of these media conditions as reproducing the hierarchical separation at work in the television of experts between the event as it is analysed and the event as it is undergone, lived, suffered. The division of labour between the specialists of saying on the one hand and the specialists of doing on the other, in fact continues in the television of the Commune. The vox pop style appears as a pseudo-democratic patina, ultimately incapable of deconstructing the hegemonic voices of the television newsreel. If the voice of the expert remains ostensibly silent in the vox pop style this does not diminish its authority, it even consolidates it. For Reece Auguiste, member of the Black Audio Film Collective, these silent voices of television implicitly say to those they invite to speak: ‘you may now speak but don't forget our narrator holds in his left hand a sword and in the right hand the winning card (...) we shall articulate your emotions, we shall define your sense of belonging or displacement’.​[48]​ If the National TV is an apparatus deaf to the living voice altogether, the Commune TV is an apparatus where the living voice is merely that, alive and nothing more. The vox pop approach appears in the film, in all its brutality, as a device for converting a disparate complex of people into a homogenous sound object, to be listened to by a voyeuristic ear that is only accustomed to the well-known melodies of lived experience. 

The film Tout Va Bien (Dziga Vertov Group, 1972) takes issue with the voyeuristic ear lent by the empathetic reporter, in search of the always elusive voice of the people. In a significant scene, a reporter played by Jane Fonda interviews a worker during the occupation of the sausage factory in which the film is predominately set. Yet instead of hearing the interview, we pass inside the inner monologue of another worker who is standing and listening to the dialogue being conducted between the worker and the journalist. This third, unidentified voice considers the content of the interview, its focus on the working conditions and family relations of a woman worker. The acousmatic voice-over begins to criticise the speech of her comrade: ‘she should not have explained it in that way’; ‘she spoke with a soft tone’; ‘all those miseries, it was not her’; ‘I was sick of it so I decided to sing’; ‘it's like on TV, the journalist asking stupid questions and no one daring to interrupt’; ‘so boring’; ‘it is too soft, it does not stir the will to fight’. Having replaced the interview's content with an ad hoc critique of its protocols, the scene emphasises how letting people speak for themselves in predetermined media conditions does not necessarily guarantee that their voice will be heard. Gayatri Spivak has shown that, however well intentioned, in the face of the verdict ‘the subaltern cannot speak’, to respond by fighting for the inclusion of the voiceless in public discourse often amounts to a ‘quick-fix frenzy of doing good with an implicit assumption of cultural supremacy which is legitimised by unexamined romanticisation’.​[49]​ The aforementioned scene from Tout Va Bien calls into question the benevolence informing the reporter's actions and her romanticisation of the woman worker. No doubt the voice of a worker has been heard here, but, it is not the one the reporter has listened to; as Hito Steyerl points out in her analysis of this very scene, the testifying voice remains in this scene consigned to the realm of mute thought.​[50]​

In La Commune (Paris 1871), the aggressive use of the vox populi mode that characterises much of the filming process at a certain point, interestingly, gives way to another mode of presenting the voice of the participants. During the filming, the re-enactors criticised Watkins' employment of this reporting style, the mobility of the camera and the insistence on capturing improvisational moments, as a new version of the monoform.​[51]​ The trace of this conflict is visible in the film: we see re-enactors speaking to the camera about the media conditions in which they are made to speak or asking the Commune reporters to drop the microphone and participate with them in the battle (one of the reporters does indeed abandon her journalistic role). To counter the constrictions of the vox pop style that immediately forces the speaker into a reactive position before the camera and the reporter's questions, the participants convinced Watkins to commit to film a more patient, probing sequence, and through further negotiation secured the inclusion of this material in the final edit of the film. The voice is subsequently allowed to develop across other audio-visual conditions. The inclusion of unbroken observational sequences and Watkin's determination to include as many voices as possible through his vox pop style contributed to the lengthening of the film's duration from the intended two hours to six hours, transforming it into what the French call a film-fleuve, literally a film-river of extraordinary length, a ceaseless stream of images and sounds. This transformation of the film disrupts the conventions developed by public and commercial television. For Watkins, both televisual models partake in the same standardisation of televisual time, which he calls the universal clock.​[52]​ Furthermore, through this juxtaposition of a vox pop style with an observational mode, La Commune (Paris 1871) becomes a film that is cast across two entirely distinct formal languages, the one initially imposed by the director and the one then negotiated for by the participants. In this sense, the film is, as John Mowitt would have it, bilingual.​[53]​ And this bilingualism generates an experience of confrontation, not the pacific co-existence between two languages. The film stream becomes for the collective a turbulent operational field across which the very conditions of the voice with which they speak are disputed and defended.   

Considered in the light of Watkins' original plans, this repudiation of the vox pop language appears to have been unintentional. And yet a critical and collective analysis of the protocols informing media representation was a key part of the research process in which all the participants were involved before filming. This collective analysis but also Watkins' interest in exposing the filming process to the vicissitudes of collaboration encouraged this discussion during the film devoted to film syntaxes and their impact on the modes of seeing, speaking and listening. In these long observational sequences the re-enactors appear gathered together, discussing at length a variety of issues relating to both the events of the Commune and those of the present. In these sequences, the voices of the participants are rendered audible and visible in the form of a popular assembly. The observational language contrasts radically with the vox populi style: the camera does nothing to provoke the situation, it has not forced the one speaking into speech, it does not elect a spokesperson, there is no direct intervention of a reporter, a figure speaking on the camera's behalf. The camera withdraws from the heart of the scene to record at a distance the proceedings of the informal assembly. The re-enactors unfold their dialogue in various directions without disruption, sharing experiences, agreeing or disagreeing in turn. But the observational method employed here does not simply recapitulate a tried and tested filmic language; rather, on account of the film's overarching bilingualism, it appears as yet a further means through which to examine the framework by which a voice can both speak and be heard.  

Without a clear beginning or end, without a single direction, without an explanation of who is speaking – character or actor? – the observational discussions confounded the expectations of the television producers, who declared the film an artistic failure in need of ‘a more compact structure’.​[54]​ These voices betray the impatient ear of the television industry. For the television producers, Watkins has failed as an auteur by allowing the film to become a noisy stream of indeterminate chatter. The observational discussions with neither head nor tail are a manifestation of ‘the shame of language’.​[55]​ The bad (kakos) voice (phone) of this people amounts to a form of speech that does not speak, ‘a speech that destroys the silence while preventing speaking’.​[56]​ It is then the filmmaker's task to shape and punctuate this chatter with a cinematic grammar, under the pretext of benevolence, conferring upon these words the sense they are in themselves lacking. As Maurice Blanchot has pointed out, to accuse speakers of bavarder (talking too much, for too long) effectively annuls those speakers as speakers, whilst at the same time disclosing the authoritarian ground from where the one who accuses speaks. This auditory/authority structure defines the protocols by which the voice of the people is either negated (as mere noise) or exalted (as silenced voice) in the system of media communication. For this system, Watkins has failed to perform the most basic function of the author-auditor, to discern amongst the noise of the world the voices worth listening to. By refusing to employ a single, standard film language, he has failed to make these noises audible as the identifiable language of the people. Under-editing the participants' extensive discussions, Watkins relinquishes his positional power to decide which voice should count, and which should remain merely a murmur, without symbolic inscription. What the resultant cacophony above all represents, in this industrial account, is a missed chance on the part of the artist, the chance to present, in a pre-determined language and easily recognisable form, the voice of the people.

For the communication industry, Guattari would say for capitalism in general, there are a determinate number of appropriate audiovisual languages through which the voice of the people may be heard.​[57]​ To assign a proper language to the voice of the people is to effectively disarm it. It is to avoid confronting ‘the irreducible multiplicity of the people's speech’, ‘the plurality of tongues that constitute the language of the people’.​[58]​ The communication industry always has at the ready a mechanism with which to invalidate any attempt to stage an encounter with this popular irreducibility: it is the accusation of populism. In his critical analyses concerning anti-populism, Ernesto Laclau undoes the hierarchical opposition between proper speech and the boundlessness of popular discourse that decides which speakers count in the sphere of politics. A populist language is vague, simple, imprecise, in sum, mere bavardage that need not be taken into account, legitimately so. Laclau proposes that these attributes be understood less as a series of negative qualities than as a response to political conditions:

instead of counterposing ‘vagueness’ to a mature political logic governed by a high degree of precise institutional determination, we should start asking ourselves a different and more basic set of questions: is not the vagueness of populist discourses the consequence of social reality itself being, in some situations, vague and undetermined? And in that case, would not populism be, rather than a clumsy political and ideological operation, a performative act endowed with a rationality of its own – that is to say, in some situations, vagueness is a precondition to constructing relevant political meanings?​[59]​

Laclau will answer in the affirmative to these questions, making the cacophony of populism not a symptom of immaturity or primitiveness, a failure to speak properly, but something ‘inscribed in the very nature of the political’.​[60]​ The voice of the people is not a shapeless mass that needs an outside force to bring it into coherency, but the name of a collective complex engaged in a struggle concerning the very protocols by which a voice comes to be heard and counted. The voice of the people names the sound of a process that contests the idea that mature voices speak and immature voices babble. 

In the case of La Commune (Paris 1871), this struggle involves questioning and confronting the televisual codes that integrate the voice of the people into the mature/immature auditory structure of the communication system. The long observational sequences of La Commune (Paris 1871) are not a definitive solution by which the voice of the participants is set free from the merciless hands of the televisual clock. Observation does not secure a proper, natural immediate language that would finally grant the spectator access to the people as such. On the contrary, it is treated as one function among others – hence its appearance alongside a vox populi style in all its aggressive dynamism, in all its representational violence – and what this does is to render the framework of engagement visible itself. At stake here is a process of dis-identification with a mode of speaking and listening that makes speakers appear as identical to themselves and nothing more. The bilingualism of the film creates opportunities for the participants to experiment with the heterogeneous components of the moving image, allowing speakers and auditors to conduct their practice from unexpected places. That the collective voice can appear off balance, off course, off topic in the film is not the symptom of a pre-political stage but the sound of a process of experimentation that, like an assembly, requires patience. 

Between the predetermined schema of the vox pop style, the identification between participants and their roles in the re-enacting process, and the speeches without a signature of the assembly sequences, the film constructs a sound chamber that, more than laying claim to a proper televisual form for the voice of the people, ultimately makes these voices sound out as the voices of anyone. With the voice made to pass through this enigmatic form, La Commune (Paris 1871) makes audible a collective struggle against the televisual management of the voice of the people. Guattari has described the capitalist management of voice as an ‘individuation of enunciation’, where the positions of speakers and auditors are prescriptively assigned and the only thing that matters is ‘the transmission of information quantified in bits’.​[61]​ The vocal struggle of La Commune (Paris 1871) reveals the individuation at the core of the vox pop style that makes the one speaking a prisoner of dominant meanings, a prisoner of their own statements, a prisoner of information transmitted concerning themselves. The voice of the people does not sound out in this testing film as a polyglot sum of opinions, as the multilingual diversity of a pseudo-democratic survey or as the harmonious polyphony of a community chorus. The hoarse sounds of this collective struggle manifest the disaggregation of an identifiable popular voice as a first step in the collective assemblage of a popular struggle.
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